There is a trend in teaching foreign languages that advocates the prime importance of teaching reading as a receptive skill before the other productive skills (listening, speaking, and writing).There is also an increasing feeling among teachers and educators that reading should receive a considerable amount of attention in teaching a foreign language.
Introduction
To master language is to master its four skills, namely listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Today, especially in designing a foreign language curriculum ''… many teachers realize that the skill students need more is reading'' (Dublin 1982: 14) . According to Rivers (1981: 259) ''reading'' gives the students ''the opportunity to share the thinking of the great minds of another culture and so to widen horizons of their knowledge and understanding''. Thiele and Herzic (1983: 277) go beyond this. They consider reading comprehension as a dominant factor in determining whether a learner will be able to master the foreign language or not. They write: '' It [reading comprehension] is a pre-requisite for the acquisition of knowledge and may play a dominant role in determining whether a person will ultimately succeed in mastering a foreign language or not.''
Significance of the study
The importance of this study stems from its attempt to point out that good readers are engaged in the following activities: 1) They actively integrate the text to seek the meaning in the writer's mind.
2) They compare what the writer is saying with their own experience both in life and language.
3) They adjust their reading approach in accordance with the purpose for which they are reading. 4) They delay ''the put-down moment'' and can tolerate a high degree of incomprehension while they are searching out the meaning. 5) They adjust and revise their views in the light of what they read.
Purpose of the study
Viewing the real situation of the first year students, it can be maintained that the students lack most of the characteristics listed above. According to Al-Rufai (1977: 49) Arab readers are ''Word by word readers. That is to say, they only pay their attention to pronouncing words without taking into consideration the deep meanings which the writer may want the reader to grasp. '' This study aims at:
1) finding out the sources which cause the problems encountered by first year students attending reading courses.
2) suggesting a better situation to teach reading.
Review of related literature

Reading comprehension in definition
Giving a satisfactory definition for reading comprehension is not an easy task and still constitutes a problem. The problem stems from the fact that reading comprehension is an involved area. It involves in many fields of study, such as cognitive psychology, psycholinguistics and linguistics. It also embraces a number of mental processes. Spiro, Bruce, and Brewer (1980: XV) emphasize this fact. They write ''one problem faced by anyone seeking to understand current beliefs about comprehension is the interdisciplinary nature of research in this area. There are no readily available syntheses of the relevant work in the diverse discipline of cognitive psychology, artificial intelligence, linguistics, and reading education.''
To shed more light on the notion of '' reading comprehension '' the researcher will tend to define the two words that form the notion.
Viewing reading books and articles written by those who have the interest in reading researches, one finds many definitions for '' reading''. These definitions can be categorized into two main categories. First, there are definitions that talk about '' reading'' as if it is only the mere mouthing of words, which is true in the early stages of reading. Second, there are definitions that lay great weight upon the meaning of what is read as the ultimate goal for '' reading''. Flesch (1955: 110) , for instance, defines ''reading'' as ''getting the meaning of words formed by letters on a printed page and nothing else''. This definition can be classified within the first category. Harris (1970: 3) , on the other hand, defines ''reading'' as ''the meaningful interpretation of written or printed verbal symbols.'' Accordingly, the accuracy of ''reading'' depends upon the reader's perception and apprehension of the words written by the writer, and thus upon understanding of the meaning he intends to convey.
As for the definition of the second word in the term ''reading comprehension'', specialists also face many problems because ''comprehension", as it is seen by Smith (1963: 257) , "is a big blanket term that covers a whole area of thought-getting processes in reading".
For Lunzer and Dolan (1980: 257) ''comprehension'' is conceived of as ''a measure of the pupil's ability and willingness to reflect on whatever it is he is reading.'' This means that the reader does two things in his reading process; one of them is certainly reading, and the other one is not only understanding but in some sense thinking.
In spite of the separate definitions of the two words which form the notion "reading comprehension", they stand in a close relationship to each other. Fairbanks (1937: 81) shows this close relationship between ''comprehension'' and ''reading''. He found that poor readers made an average of 5.8 oral errors per 100 words; on the contrary, good readers made only 2.1 errors per 100 words. More relevant is the fact that in 51 percent of the cases the errors of the poor readers tended to change the meaning, but the errors of the good readers never did. The good readers also corrected their own errors more often than the poor readers did. Fairbanks concludes that the basic problem of the poor readers is the lack of comprehension. Thus, effective reading is not only a process in which the reader reconstructs a message put in graphic symbols by the writer, but also one of seeking the meanings beyond the surface level of the graphic symbols.
In brief, the above opinions and views clearly show that comprehension is the ultimate objective of all reading.
To make use of this fact, specialists believe that reading instruction for all levels should be a matter of developing comprehension, as Tinker and McGullough (1975: 197) point out:
''The fundamental goal in seeking to produce nature readers is to have them able to comprehend whatever printed materials will serve their purpose, no matter how difficult these materials may be. The acquisition of a sight vocabulary and of skill in recognizing words, and of verbal facility in general, all are aimed at promoting the understanding and interpretation of the meanings embodied in printed symbols.''
How difficult to give a comprehensive and unified definition for the term '' reading comprehension '' can also be seen from considering its components (skills).
Reading comprehension skills
To many experts and specialists the '' reading comprehension '' process can be broken into a number of skills. These skills are interrelated and the acquisition of certain ones will pave the road for acquiring others. Thonis (1970: 67) writes:
''Each skill in every phase of growth in reading becomes an essential building block which adds to the learner's strengths, and make it possible for him to add new, more difficult skills''
He adds that '' skills development must proceed along an orderly and sequential path so that success in simple skills at an early level may support the more difficult.'' (Ibid)
Listing these skills in one unified form, or giving more weight for one skill than another is not possible for reasons mentioned by Lewis and Sisk (1963: 111) :
''No matter how one lists the various reading abilities [skills] , it is practically impossible to isolate them or to give priority to one skill. All comprehension skills are interrelated, and the sequence of skills is therefore almost impossible to determine accurately''
The interrelated nature of the reading comprehension skills makes it difficult to see them as separate entities. No one can put a firm border between them, because the comprehension of a piece of writing is the immediate outcome of the interrelationship between these different skills. Lewis and Sisk cite an example of the interrelation of comprehension skills:
''if asked to state the first or basic comprehension skills required, many people would name the ability to grasp main ideas. But by what process does one arrive at the main idea except by putting together details? And one must understand the relationship of these details to one another. Therefore, the ability to select details is basic, as the ability to weigh the comparative importance of details.'' (Ibid)
To explain the difficulty of giving a unified definition for the term ''reading comprehension', 'the researcher introduces below some lists of reading comprehension skills. Each list gives a number of skills which are considered essential to comprehend a piece of writing. Hildreth (1965:455) , for instance, defines "reading comprehension" as comprising the ability to:
1) follow the sequence of ideas .
2) grasp details .
3) catch the general significance and implications of statements made, and 4) to evaluate them and make inferences from them . Carrol (1973:2) finds that only five skills are worth noting.
1) Remembering the meanings of words.
2) Following the structure of a passage.
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4) Recognizing the writer's purpose, attitude, tone, and mood.
5) Drawing inferences from the context. Kelly and Greene (1953: 2) consider seven skills to be indispensable to effective reading:
1) Skimming to locate passages containing answers to specific questions.
2) Careful and critical reading to identify details necessary to answer specific questions.
3) Selecting the central idea or theme of a paragraph or a passage.
4) Making generalization from a series of related statements.
5) Drawing inferences from material read.
6) Summarizing in a few words the gist of a paragraph.
7) Remembering material read in the light of a specific purpose.
According to Dechant and Smith (1977:239-240) , the good comprehender should posses twenty-two skills.
Viewing the above-listed and mentioned skills, one can notice that there is no complete agreement among scholars and specialists of reading as to the exact number of skills. Moreover, the above lists of the skills show that there is no agreement on what skills good comprehenders are expected to develop, nor on the grouping of these skills into distinguished levels (Jenkins and Panny, 1980: 56) .It seems that the only principle that necessitates such grouping is of a pedagogical nature (Pumfrey, 1977: 40-42 ).
There is another view than breaking down the process of '' reading comprehension '' into skills. It believes that '' comprehension is one unified whole called the reading comprehension skill. (Lunzer et al, 1979:37) . Lunzer and Dolan (1980: 77) argue that there is no research evidence which supports the idea of breaking down the comprehension process into discrete skills. They write that:
''It is too easy for the naive or uninformed to assume that comprehension is really divisible into separate skills. Research evidence does not support this notion. Many studies have failed to identify any discrete skills or sub-skills of comprehension. More often than not, they tend to show comprehension as more of unitary and invisible trait.
The researcher of this study favours the view of the multiplicity of' "reading comprehension skills'', because it gives him the ability to diagnose those skills that are mastered by the first year students and those which are not.
The view of the multiplicity of ''reading comprehension skills'' seems to gain a great support by the majority of writers on ''reading comprehension''. Smith (1978: 190) is one of them. He thinks that ''there is a feeling that comprehension itself can be broken down into a series of ''comprehension skills''.
Moreover, the view of multiplicity of "reading comprehension skills" has its pedagogical advantages, particularly in the organization of reading materials as well as in the construction of exercises written to strengthen specific skill(s). This view seems also to gain "face validity in terms of students' acceptance". (Brown and Hirst, 1983: 139) .
The levels of reading comprehension skills
Many of those who are involved in studying the comprehension process hold the belief that comprehension skills can be classified into different levels. Burns and Roe (1976: 208) , for instance, mention three of them, namely literal, interpretive, and creative. Zintz (1980: 230) holds the same view. He states that "comprehension, or the understanding of what the author has written, takes place at different levels of complexity according to the nature of the materials and the purpose for which the reading is intended". Then he classifies the skills into the following: 1) Literal comprehension or the pre-interpretive skills.
2) Interpretive skills, 3) Evaluative skills. ( Ibid :231) Accordingly, the efficient reader is the one who not only recognizes the meanings he gets from the written materials, but also the one who has the ability to interpret, evaluate, and reflect upon those meanings.
According to Logan et al (1972: 372) and Spache (1961: 52) , the ''reading comprehension skills'' can be classified into the following three levels:
2) Inferential level.
3) Critical level.
The literal level of comprehension is the direct level in which one identifies what the words say; it does not involve determining what the words beyond their literal meaning mean. It deals with facts, such as dates, names, places, and with all that can easily state and comprehend, once the meaning of unknown words is known. Sometimes, the literal level is called ''receptive level, since this type of comprehension involves merely the intake of information'' (Herber, 1967: 139) . Nevertheless, it is an essential one because it constitutes the first step towards a complete understanding of a written message.
For Thomas and Robinson (1977: 133) four skills are essential to gain the literal meaning. These are:
1) Grasping directly stated details or facts.
2) Understanding main ideas.
3) Grasping the sequence of time, place, ideas, events …etc.
4) Understanding and following directions.
A number of studies have shown that most of the directed questions to students inside the classroom tend to test mainly literal comprehension, yet fail to motivate them to cope with problems concerning the inferential and critical levels.
The inferential level of comprehension is commonly defined as:
''... arriving at something that was not directly communicated. What the something is depends on the explicit context. It may be a conclusion, an inference, a predication, identification of a cause. '' (Durkin, 1978:441) The inferential level is the reaction of the reader to what is read; so it is, as Gans (1963: 198) says, ''a highly personal process''. Tinker and McGullough (1975: 23 ) emphasize Gans's view by stating that the ''interpretation of word meanings is often in terms of the reader's related experience''. They add that ''a reader will react in his own individual ways to the textual material and its wider references and implications in proportion as his background of experience is uniquely his own'' (Ibid)
When the student reaches the second level in his reading process, this means that he goes deeper and deeper toward the third one, which is to the Critical, or Evaluative level of ''reading comprehension''. This level is identified by a variety of names, such as applied, creative, associational, and expressive. When dealing with the critical level of comprehension, the reader makes use of the skills which belong to the literal and interpretive levels. He gets the facts and information from the first level and the interpretation of these facts from the second. This view is emphasized by Herber (1970: 63) Durrell (1949: 203) explains that the critical level includes such skills as:
1) judging suitability of material for particular purposes,
2) distinguishing between facts and opinions,
3) discovering evidence of bias of prejudice and other evaluation skills.
He adds that ''critical reading may be concerned with the form of presentation of the ideas, the choice of vocabulary, sentence organization, paragraph structure, illustrations, or general quality of the writer.'' (Ibid)
Teachers and experts of ''reading comprehension'' believe that the critical level is essential for students, especially for those who are enrolled in reading comprehension courses, because understanding sentences and paragraphs does not necessarily mean that the students completely comprehend the reading materials.
Teaching students to be critical is not an easy job, ''because of lack of classroom time or adequate regard of its importance or because the teacher is unsure of his ability to pursue it''. (Gans, 1963: 198) In spite of being difficult to be taught, the critical level should be emphasized by teachers in the classroom www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 8, No. 4; April 2012 ISSN 1911 -2017 E-ISSN 1911 -2025 242 through all the academic stages.
Wiriyachitra also believes that the critical level ''should be taught in the developmental reading program, from the beginning… through the upper levels.... '' (1982: 23) 
Data collection Procedure
To achieve the purpose of the study, a questionnaire was used. The questionnaire contains twelve questions which are expected to cover most of the areas related to the present study. The questionnaire is so constructed to suit the first year students' linguistic level. (see appendix no. 1)
Since the questionnaire is constructed to investigate the real situation of teaching ''reading comprehension'', it tries to elicit the students' opinions about the value of the reading comprehension classes. In other words, the questionnaire consists of questions which aim at investigating the actual difficulties the students face in ''reading comprehension courses''. In addition, the questionnaire attempts to elicit the students' views on the activities followed by the teacher inside the classroom. There are also questions aiming at getting the students' opinions about some points related to the textbook used in teaching '' reading comprehension''. Finally, there is a question which aims at encouraging the students to give their suggestions for better teaching of ''reading comprehension'' and to mention problems they may face throughout their studying this course.
Each question has its alternatives, some questions have three alternatives, others have four or six. The number of the alternatives depends on the nature of the question itself.
Subjects
The total number of the students who respond to the questionnaire is 92. But, it is worth mentioning that the total number of the students is not equal to all questions, because answers to certain questions are mainly determined by the answers awarded to the various items of the preceding questions.
Administration
Before handing over the questionnaire to the students, a few copies were shown to some teachers, in order to check its clarity and to include more relevant points or to exclude irrelevant ones.
However, prior to the distribution of the questionnaire the first year students were made familiar with the purpose behind it. Moreover, the researcher of this study read and discussed each question and its alternatives individually, using their mother tongue to avoid misunderstanding and to get reliable results. To get more confident answers, the students were asked not to write their names on their questionnaire copies.
Interpretation of the results
To achieve a satisfactory analysis of the questionnaire results, the researcher discusses each question separately. Question no. 1 is generated to investigate whether the students are aware of the importance of reading comprehension classes or not.
<Insert Table 1 Here>   Table no . (1) clearly shows that the students are aware of the significance of '' reading comprehension courses ''. Most of the respondents (93%) agree that reading comprehension classes are most important or as important as any other classes. Only a very small number of the students (7%) thinks that reading comprehension classes are less important than any other ones. Accordingly, it can be inferred that the students' motivation is high when they attend reading comprehension classes.
Question no. 2 investigates the reasons behind the students' awareness of the significance of reading comprehension lessons.
<Insert Table 2 Here> As it can be clearly seen from table no. (2), the majority of the students think that reading comprehension classes are important because they give them the opportunity to know the meaning of words and because they familiarize them with the grammatical structures of English.
Accordingly, it seems that they think that the reading comprehension task is no more than knowing the meaning of words and the grammatical structures.
However, as it is clear from their responses, the students fail to identify the main aim of reading comprehension classes, namely to think creatively. Another group of students, more than 21% believes that reading comprehension lessons not only give them the chance to know the meaning of words and grammatical structures, but also they motivate them to think deeply about what they read. This group of students thinks that their acquaintance with the meaning of words and grammatical structures must be used as a means to an end (thinking deeply) and not as an end by itself.
Question no. 3 attempts to find out the elements to which the students give more attention when they read. It also attempts to see to what extent the students are concerned with the meaning beyond that of the literal one.
<Insert Table 3 Here> Table no . 3 indicates that the majority of the students (83.6%) pay more attention to vocabulary, grammatical structures, and to getting the general meaning (to a, b, or c respectively). This means that they concentrate their attention only on the skills which belong to the literal level, and not on those of the inferential and critical one. Only 11% from the students' answers indicates that the students pay their attention to getting the deep meaning of the written passage, an activity which belongs to the inferential and critical levels.
Questions no. 4 and 5 attempt to know about the kind of questions and activities which are more emphasized inside the classroom.
<Insert Table 4 Here> Table no . (4) shows that the questions which aim at developing the literal comprehension skills are overemphasized. This is clearly seen by the answers a, b, and c. Only (16%) of the responses claims that the questions which demand deep thinking are practiced in the classroom.
As for question no. 5 of the questionnaire, the table below clarifies the activities on which the teacher concentrates throughout his teaching process.
<Insert Table 5 Here>
According to table no. 5, there are some activities practiced which have little to do with the developing of the comprehension skills. These are the activity of pronunciation and of writing. These two skills can be developed in courses mainly devoted to them, such courses are '' phonetics '' and '' writing ''.
Question no. 6 is about knowing whether the students face any problems with reading comprehension lessons or not.
<Insert Table 6 Here>   Table no . (6) shows that the majority of the students answer a and b which testify that this group of students faces difficulties in their reading comprehension courses; whereas only a minority of the students ,c, claim that they do not face any problems.
Question no. 7 is designed to identify the areas that cause the difficulties for the students who answered a and b of question no. 6.
<Insert Table 7 Here> (70%) of the respondents faces problems in ''reading comprehension'' because of their insufficient previous knowledge of English. Only (12.6 %) of the students' problems goes back to the textbook. This indicates that the textbook suits the students' linguistic background. Yet (9.8%) of the respondents attributes their difficulties to the methods followed by the teacher inside the classroom ; whereas only (8 %) claims that their problems are caused by a, b, and c.
Question no. 8 is constructed to those who answered alternative a of question no. 7. It aims at identifying those aspects of the textbook which cause their problems.
<Insert Table 8 Here>   Table no . (8) submits that (67 %) of the respondents' attributes their problems to the difficulty of vocabularies; whereas (22 %) attributes the problems to the topics of the textbook. Only (11 %) faces difficulties caused by the grammatical structures of the passages used in the textbook.
Question no. 9 aims at knowing whether or not the textbook reflects cultural aspects of the English society or nearly similar ones to those of the Jordanians' or none of them.
Understanding the culture of a foreign nation is a fundamental element in the teaching process of its language.
In a foreign language text, we extract three levels of meanings; lexical, grammatical, and cultural meanings (cf. Fries, 1963: 104-12) . The cultural meaning is the most difficult one, since it involves the values, the beliefs, and the attitudes of a speech community (Williamson, 1988: 8) .
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<Insert Table 9 Here> Table no (9) makes it clear that the majority of the students (57 %) do not believe that the textbook familiarizes them with the English culture. Other students answer alternative b. This group claims that the textbook reflects nearly similar cultural aspects to theirs. Only (16 %) of the students' responses testifies that the textbook provides them with the English cultural background.
Language and culture can not be separated. Neglecting cultural aspects ''destroys the unity of language, severing it from its social context … the one can not be learned without the other'' (Abdur Rauf, 1988: 44) .
Question no. 10 aims at finding out whether the students prefer topics of their own or those set by the teacher or by both of them.
<Insert Table 10 Here> Table no (10) clearly reveals that the majority of the students, c, believe that it is much better in a class of '' reading comprehension '' to read topics chosen by both, by the teacher and the students. This means that the cooperation between the teacher and the students is a very important aspect in reading comprehension lessons.
Question no. 11 is constructed to know whether the textbook reflects the students' interests or not.
<Insert Table 11 Here>
According to table no. (11) the majority of the students' answers (a and b ) reveal that the textbook reflects their interests in reading. Ones' interest in reading material is an integral feature of the learning process, since it motivates the students to overcome their difficulties. According to Tinker and Mc Gullough (1975: 310) "interest breeds motivation … The absense of the students' interests in certain subjects will complicate the reading task". Brown and Hirst emphasize this idea. They confirm that "a frequently crippling source of difficulty is the student's lack of interest in the subject" (1983: 141).
Question no. 12 intends to give the students the chance to comment on the problems they face in reading comprehension classes. The students are given the right to write their answers in Arabic, since their ability to express themselves in English is not well established. Their comments are summarized as follows:
1) The students are not well equipped with the techniques that enable them to overcome the difficult vocabularies they encounter in their reading. They need practice in word-attack skills to help them read.
2) The topics they read are not beneficial. There is no value in them, since the topics are not written to widen their knowledge and experience of life.
As for the suggestions, the students mean that:
1) the topics should be more vivid, chosen according to their past experience, interest, and according to their linguistic background knowledge.
2) it is better to use a textbook that consists of short stories, short dramas, essays, etc., to motivate the students to read deeply and give them pleasure in reading.
Conclusion and suggestions
Conclusion
The main aim of this study was (a) to point out the certain problems encountered by the first year students at the English department of Al-Zaytoonah Private University of Jordan, and (b) to find out what causes them, and to suggest a better situation to teach "reading comprehension".
As a result, the study yields the following points:
1) First year students lack many important "reading comprehension skills" which they should have in order to understand fully a piece of writing. Students, for instance, lack the ability to answer questions that demand the possession of skills involving deep thinking.
2) Little attention is given to teaching skills which belong to the inferential and critical levels. The questions and the activities carried out inside the classroom are almost geared towards teaching the skills of the literal level (see questions 4 and 5 of the questionnaire pp. 18 -19).
3) The textbook does not provide the students with the necessary cultural background which can help them in the teaching process (see question no. 9, pp. 23 -24).
4) First year students are not aware of the nature of "reading comprehension" (see question no. 2, pp. 16 -17). They think that the reading comprehension process is a decoding one. So, their attempts to go beyond knowing the literal meaning are limited.
5) As noted above, the first year students have not developed well controlled reading comprehension skills. This may confirm that previous stages (secondary schools) of teaching reading comprehension had not offered students the chance actually needed for enhancing their reading comprehension skills.
Suggestions
In the light of the above findings, the following suggestions can be given:
1) It is important to identify those reading comprehension skills which first year students can work with.
To identify these skills, it is advised to form a committee from those who have a long experience in teaching reading comprehension.
2) On the basis of the identified skills, a reliable and valid test for the new comers should be constructed.
The aim of such a test is to diagnose the skills to which more time and efforts should be administered in the early week of the first semester.
3) It is more practical to use a textbook which is designed to teach the reading comprehension skills individually. Such a textbook will provide both the teacher and the students with paragraphs and short passages with their necessary exercises. These passages and exercises are designed to teach and to give practice only in the skill which is intended to be taught. Such a textbook can be used in the first semester. It will also help the teacher to concentrate in his teaching on those skills which the students lack. For the second semester the students should learn to use the learned skills in longer articles, in short stories, in short dramas, and in essays. Moreover, the textbook should familiarize the students with the culture of the nation of the language in question.
4) It is also advisable to construct and administer a simple questionnaire to new comers. This questionnaire should concentrate on knowing the students' interests in reading. The teacher can make use of the information he gets from such a questionnaire. He, accordingly, can provide his students with authentic materials.
5) The questions which are directed to the students in the classroom should concentrate not only on practising those skills which belong to the literal level, but also on the skills that belong to the inferential and critical levels.
6) Activities in reading comprehension courses should concentrate more on those skills that contribute to the developing of critical readers.
7)
Because of the importance of the reading comprehension skills, it is to be recommended that the number of hours devoted to teach them should be increased. It is highly recommended that the study of reading comprehension should be included within the curriculum for other stages than the first one, if any good results are to be obtained.
8) It is to be advised to give the teacher who teaches reading comprehension the freedom to choose among the different textbooks. This questionnaire is for my private research only, the information given will not be used for other purposes. Please put a tick (√) inside the brackets next to the answer acceptable to you.
By "other lessons" is meant the lessons you take in your study of English, e.g. Poetry, Grammar, Prose, etc. You can write your answer to question no. 12 in your native language. Table 3 . Students' views of the elements of reading comprehension they give more attention to Table 6 . Students' opinions about whether they face problems in reading comprehension lessons or not 
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